For institutional researchers, the choice to use a quantitative or qualitative approach to research is dictated by time, money, resources, and staff. Frequently, the choice to use one or the other approach is made at the method level. Choices made at this level generally have rigor, but ignore the underlying philosophical assumptions structuring beliefs about methodology, knowledge, and reality. When choosing a method, institutional researchers also choose what they believe to be knowledge, reality, and the correct method to measure both. The purpose of this paper is to clarify and explore the assumptions underlying quantitative and qualitative research. The reason for highlighting the assumptions is to increase the general level of understanding and appreciation of epistemological issues in institutional research. Articulation of these assumptions should foster greater awareness of the appropriateness of different kinds of knowledge for different purposes. There are few subjects that generate as much passion among scientists as arguments over method. (Shulman, 1981, p. 5) Institutional researchers are continually involved with implementing research agendas for various campus constituencies. Institutional research offices provide important technical and informational support for central decision makers in higher education by engaging in research-oriented activities such as tracking enrollment patterns, surveying incoming students, documenting faculty workloads, and assessing staff job satisfaction. Research methods that institutional researchers employ range from basic quantitative statistical analyses to interviews and case studies (Bohannon, 1988; Bunda, 1991; Fetterman, 1991; Hinkle, McLaughlin, and Austin, 1988; Jennings and Young, 1988; Sherman and Webb, 1988; Tierney, 1991 shall, Lincoln, and Austin, 1991; Peterson, 1985a) . Often, the driving forces behind the choice of methods are time, money, resources, staff, and those requesting the study. The choice to use a quantitative approach (e.g., survey and statistical analysis of responses) versus a qualitative approach (e.g., transcription analysis of interviews) is generally decided at the level of methods. Although the choice of methods is often a difficult one, institutional researchers generally make the decision with relative ease, choosing the method that will garner the information they seek. However, they often make their decisions without giving much thought to the assumptions underlying research methods. Over the past decade, educational researchers have been engaged in an ongoing polemic concerning quantitative and qualitative research. They have been arguing over philosophical commensurability,' the concern that qualitative research has been seen as a methodological variation of quantitative research, and whether researchers should combine quantitative and qualitative research methods when pursuing research interests (Donmoyer, 1985; Eisner, 1981 Eisner, , 1983 Firestone, 1987; Howe, 1985 Howe, , 1988 Shulman, 1981) .
Although the intricate details of this debate are not of paramount concern for institutional researchers, the general discourse over the fundamental philosophical grounds guiding research methods is relevant. Some of those involved in the debate argue that the choice to use a quantitative or qualitative research approach should not be made at the method level (Guba and Lincoln, 1981) .'-This concern has direct relevance for those making methodological choices in an applied field such as institutional research. The decision to use quantitative or qualitative methods is replete with assumptions concerning the nature of knowledge and reality, how one understands knowledge and reality, and the process of acquiring knowledge and knowledge about reality. When one chooses a particular research approach, one makes certain assumptions concerning knowledge, reality, and the researcher's role. These assumptions shape the research endeavor, from the methodology employed to the type of questions asked.
When institutional researchers make the choice between quantitative or qualitative research methods, they tacitly assume a structure of knowledge, an understanding and perception of reality, and a researcher's role. The purpose of this paper is to clarify and explore the underlying assumptions contained within quantitative and qualitative research. It is important for institutional researchers to understand the philosophical grounding of the two approaches so that they may reflect on those assumptions while engaging in institutional research. In addition, understanding the philosophical grounding also highlights the strengths and weaknesses of both approaches. The reason for contrasting the two paradigms is to increase the general level of understanding and appreciation of epistemological issues in the institutional research profession. Articulation of the epistemological differences should foster greater awareness of the appropriateness of different kinds of knowledge for different purposes; it may
